Numerous truth commissions of different types are being created around the world. The purpose of this schematic overview is to study the variety and to sketch out the differences and similarities between the different truth commissions established since the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of South Africa launched in 1995.
Truth commissions do not have the power to prosecute, but many have recommended that prosecutions take place, and some have shared their archives with prosecuting authorities. Some have also chosen to publicly name persons they concluded were perpetrators of specific violations. This can raise difficult questions of due process. The usual standard is to allow persons to respond to allegations against them -either in writing or in a private meeting -before the commission names them in public.
Where truth commissions have been created (or proposed) in contexts where an international or hybrid tribunal is under way, some difficult procedural questions have been raised. In Sierra Leone, the public initially failed to understand the distinction between (and independence of) the Sierra Leone Truth and Reconciliation Commission and the Special Court. Later, the commission requested access to detainees held by the court and for them to appear in public hearings. This request was ultimately denied. In order to gain the confidence of those who wished to speak to either of the two bodies, they both made it clear from the start that investigative information would not be shared between them. This helped to allay some of the initial concerns. In Bosnia and Herzegovina, an early proposal for a truth commission was at first strongly resisted by the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY), which feared that such a commission would complicate its work. The ICTY changed its stance after consideration.
The attached chart provides a summary of the attributes of a number of the more robust truth commissions since the mid-1980s. This is not a comprehensive list, but it is intended to be suggestive of the nature, mandate and breadth of investigation, as well as the size of truth commissions to date. Each is different in important ways. For example, the South African amnesty-for-truth model is very unusual and indeed inappropriate and unworkable in most contexts. After all, the offer of amnesty in exchange for full and public truth-telling is not likely to be taken up unless there is a serious threat of prosecution for those crimes. Each new truth commission must be rooted in the realities and possibilities of its particular environment. While the international community can play a major role in assisting these processes, any successful truth commission process must be a reflection of national will and a national commitment to fully understand and learn from the country's difficult, sometimes very controversial and often quite painful history. A commission must aim to understand the origins of past conflict and the factors that allowed abuses to take place, and to do so in a manner that is both supportive of victims and inclusive of a wide range of perspectives. 
